The ancestor of the adaptive immune system was the CAM system for organogenesis.
The adaptive immune system as we understand it is uniquely possessed by vertebrate species and by none other. Nevertheless, it is generally thought that this system represents the ultimate sophistication of much older cell-cell interaction mechanisms. In this paper, I have suggested that plasma membrane cell adhesion proteins that were involved in ontogenic organogenesis since time immemorial were the ultimate ancestor of the adaptive immune system. N-CAM of the chicken for neuronal organogenesis already possesses four beta 2-microglobulin-like domains and it is this domain from which the adaptive immune system sprang. The germ for this beta 2-microglobulin-like domain is already found in the cell adhesion protein of the slime mold straddling the border between unicellular and multicellular eukaryotes. A slightly different version of the above view has recently been expressed by my colleagues.